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Foreword

EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN AT RISK
CEC Mini-Library

Many of today’s pressing social problems, such as poverty, homeless-
ness, drug abuse, and child abuse, are factors that place children and
youth at risk in a variety of ways. There is a growing need for special
educators to understand the risk factors that students must face and, in
particular, the risks confronting children and youth who have been
identified as exceptional. A child may be at risk due fo a number of quite
different phenomena, such as poverty or abuse. Therefore, the child may
be at risk for a variety of problems, such as developmental delays; debil-
itating physical illnesses or psychological disorders; failing or dropping
out of school; being incarcerated; or generally having an unrewarding,
unproductive adulthood. Compounding the difficulties that both the
child and the educator face in dealing with these risk factors is the
unhappy truth that a child may have more than one risk factor, thereby
multiplying his or her risk and need.

The struggle within special education to address these issues was
the genesis of the 1991 CEC conference “Children on the Edge.” The
content for the conference strands is represented by this series of publi-
cations, which were developed through the assistance of the Division of
Innovation and Development of the U.S. Office of Spedal Education
Programs (OSEP). OSEP funds the ERIC/OSEP Special Project, a re-
search dissemination activity of The Council for Exceptional Children.
As a part of its publication program, which synthesizes and translates
research in special education for a variety of audiences, the ERIC/OSEP
Special Project coordinated the development of this series of books and
assisted in their dissemination to special education practitioners.




Each book in the series pertains to one of the conference strands.
Each provides a synthesis of the literature in its area, followed by prac-
tical suggestions—derived from the literature—for program developers,
administrators, and teachers. The 11 books in the series are as follows:

e Programming for Aggressiveand Violent Students addresses issues that
educators and other professionals face in contending with episodes
of violence and aggression in the schools.

o Abuse and Neglect of Exceptional Children examines the role of the
special educator in dealing with children who are abused and
neglected and those with suspected abuse and neglect.

o Special Health Care in the School provides a broad-based definition of
the population of students with special health needs and discusses
their unique educational needs.

» Homeless and in Need of Special Education examines the plight of the
fastest growing segment of the homeless population, families with
children.

o Hidden Youth: Dropouts from Special Education addresses the difficul-
ties of comparing and drawing meaning from dropout data
prepared by different agencies and examines the characteristics of
students and schools that place students at risk for leaving school
prematurely.

o Born Substance Exposed, Educationally Vuinerable examines what is
known about the long-term effects of exposure in utero to alcohol
and other drugs, as well as the educational implications of those
effects.

o Depressionand Suicide: Special Education Studentsat Risk reviews the
role of school personnel in detecting signs of depression and poten-
tial suicide and in taking appropriate action, as well as the role of
the school in developing and implementing treatment programs for
this population.

e Language Minority Students with Disabilities discusses the prepara-
tion needed by schools and school personnel to meet the needs of
limited-English-proficient students with disabilities.

o Alcohol and Other Drugs: Use, Abuse, and Disabilities addresses the
issues involved in working with children and adolescents who have
disabling conditions and use alcohol and other drugs.

e Rural, Exceptional, At Risk examines the unique difficuities of deliver-
ing education services to at-risk children and youth with excep-
tionalities who live in rural areas.

5 vi




o Double jeopardy: Pregnant and Parenting Youth in Special Education
addresses the plight of pregnant teenagers and teenage parents,
especially those in special education, and the role of program
developers and practitioners in responding to their educational
needs.

Background information applicable to the conference strand on
juvenile corrections can be found in another publication, Special Educu-
tion in Juvenile Corrections, which is a part of the CEC Mini-Library
Working with Brhavioral Disorders. That publication addresses the
demographics of incarcerated youthand promising practices in respond-
ing to their needs.

vii



1. Introduction

Dropout rates are being used by some as educational
indicators of quality and to gauge the holding power of
special education programs. Different agencies use
different accounting procedures for estimating graduation
and dropout rates.

Policy makers use dropout rates as key indicators of success for educa-
tional programs at the federal and state levels. Public Law 100-297, the
Hawkins-Stafford Elementary and Secondary School Improvement
Amendments of 1988, requires the Commissioner of the National Center
for Education Statistics (NCES) to report annually the number and rate
of dropouts nationwide. Interest in this outcome extends to special
education, as evidenced by the provisions of Section 618 (b)(3) of the
Education of the Handicapped Actamendments of 1983 (P. L. 98-1%) and
1986 (P. L.99-457), which direct the Secretary of Education to obtain data
on children and youth with disabilities who are exiting the educational
system and to report findings by disability category and age. These data
have been reported by the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP)
beginning with the 1984-1985 school year and continuing to the present.
Dropout data are considered by some to indicate the so-called “holding
power” of special education programs. That is, the lower the dropout
rate reported, the greater the appeal of the program. At another Jevel,
however, the intent of Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Hand-
icapped Children Act of 1975, was to serve students until graduation or
age 21.

Evidence that students with disabilities are not availing themselves
of these services is reason for concern, Research examining dropout rates
of students with disabilities {e.g., Edgar, 1987; Jay & Padilla, 1987; Zig-
mond & Thornton, 1985) suggests that the rate of dropping vut is higher
for certain categories of students with disabilities than for the general
population. Studies that directly compare the rates for students with and
without disabilities have been conducted only on a small-scale basis.
One problem with research of this type is that there is a need to stand-
ardize definitions of dropouts and accounting procedures across
agencies and studies (MacMillan, Balow, Widaman, Borthwick-Duffy, &
Hendrick, 1990). A discussion of this problem, as wefl as comparison of
the OSEP exiting data with those of other agencdies such as the National
Center for Education Statistics and the U.S. Census Bureau, is provided
in this book.

Being able to predict which students are at risk for dropping out is
fundamental to any effort to prevent them from dropping out. Efforts
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to date suggest that certain child characteristics, school history factors,
and family factors (Wolman, Bruininks, & Thurlow, 1€89) are predictive
of leaving school early; the next step is to design effective prevention
programs and to evaluate their effectiveness. Researchers and prac-
titioners have undertaken preliminary efforts in this direction. This book
presents the evidence on their effectiveness.

2. Synthesis of Research

Despite the difficulty in comparing data from different
agencles, evidence suggests higher dropout rates for
children with mild disabilities, particularly for students with
learning disabllities and with emotional disturbance.

Research on school dropouts among special education populations can
be organized into studies or reports that (a) establish the magnitude of
the problem, (b) identify predictors or correlates of those at risk for
dropping out, and () evaluate the effectiveness of programs to reduce
the numbers of dropouts. The first two endeavors have attracted much
more attention in the research literature than the last.

Magnitude of the Dropout Problem

OSEP has reported annually on the exiting behavior of special education
students by age and disability category for every year since 1984-1985in
the Anmual Reports (OSEP, 1987a, 1988, 1989, 1990). Exiting students are
tabulated by age and disability and according to the route by which they
left the educational system (graduation with diploma, graduation with
certificate, reached maximum age, dropped out, and status unknown).
It is important to note that OSEP requests that only students who formally
withdrew from school without completing their educational program be counted
as dropouts. In other words, a student who simply stops attending but
fails to formally withdraw is not to be counted as a dropout but will be
counted in the “status unknown” category. Table 1 shows the national
summary for the Twelfth Annual Report (OSEF, 1990). Figures reported
here reflect the number and percentage of students who exited the
educational system (not the total number served) according to the
avenue by which they exited. The table shows that 27.40% of all special
education students who exited the educational system did so by drop-
ping out of school. As discussed later, the data reported by OSEP do not
reflect dropout or graduation rates for a known grade or age cohort;
therefore, it cannot be inferred that the redprocal of the dropout figure
reported by OSEP is the graduation rate,

2
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TABLE1
Number and Percentage of Students with Disabilities
14 Years of Age or Older Exiting the Educational System:

National Summary for 19881989
Graduation Gradation  Maximum T Starus
Diploma  Certificate Age Dropout  Linknown
Number 100075 26830 5957 65310 40,161
Percentage® 4199 11.26 250 27.40 16.85

# Denominator for mmputinglvhc percentage is the fotal exiting the educational system;
not the total number of special education students served who are 14 years of age or older.
Source: Otfice of Special Education Programs, US. Department of Education. (1990).

Tuwelfth Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Education of the Handicapped
Act. Washington, DC: Authaor,

The summary figures obscure the fact that tremendous variation
exists among states in the cases falling under each of the categories. For
example, the report of the OSEP Task Force for the Improvement of Data
on School Exit Status (Westat, 1991) gives the minimum and maximum
value under eachof the exit bases, whichisshownin Table 2. itis evident
that sume states report virtually no students dropping out or exiting via
the “other/unknown” category, whereas others report nearly half of
their spedial education exiters leaving through these routes. The median
values shown in the third column of figures provide one estimate of the
average value reported by states for each of these exiting routes,

Some states do not award certificates of attendance or alternative
diplomas, but give a diploma to everyone who completes a high school

TABLE2
Range of Slale Percentages of Students with Disabilities Exiting the
Educational System by Basis of Exit: 1988-1989

Busis of Exit Minimum  Maximum Median
Graduation with diploma 12.13 8718 4310
Graduation with certificate 0.00 57.75 9.7
Reached maximum age 0.28 6.54 223
Dropped out (LB} 48.18 26.71
Otherunknown 0.00 56.87 17.36

Source: Westat. (October, 1990). Counting secondary schowl completers: Threats to the com-
parabitity of the OSEP ctiting data {p. 10). Washington, DC: Office of Spucial Education
Programs, US. Deportment of Education




program of study. Others make extensive ure of the certificate as an
exiting document {note in Table 2 the range from D to 57.75% of exiters
receiving certificates in various states). Such variations in policy and
accounting procedures greatly confuse any attempt to estimate the
magnitude of the dropout problem among spedal education students.

Overall dropout estimates for the general school population have
not increased dramatically in recent years. High school completion rates
are reported by several federal agendes. Table 3 shows the percentages
completing highschool for the years 1970-1989 as reported by the Bureau
of the Census, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), and
the Department of Education. All three databases yield completion rates
between 70% and 77%, although they arrive at these numbers very
differently (see Frase, 1989). In fact, according to Frase the gradua-
tion/completion rate increased every decade from 1869-1870 until the
1970s. In the late 1960s, the completion rate did notincrease, and during
the 1970s it actually decreased by about 5%, a trend that reversed some-
what in the 1980s (Frase, 1989, p. 72).

Some analysts interpret the complement of these figures (i.e., 100%
minus the percentage completing) as the dropout rate; that would make
the national dropout rate approximately 257%. The error in making such
an interpretation, as discussed by Frase (1989), Kominski (1990), and
MacMillan and colleagues (1990), is that some students continue to work
toward graduation even though they have not completed vn tinte.

To estimate dropout rates, decision rules must be established
regarding {a) the definition of a dropout, (b) how rates will be computed
{e.g., for 1 year, 4 years), (c) the cohort to be followed, and (d) exclusions
that should not be counted in estimating the rate (e.g., deaths, students
refained in grade). Table 4 summarizes these considerations as they
pertain to the federal agencies that monitor school completion and
dropout rates. The U.S. Census Bureau and NCES both use the Current
Population Survey data that reflect the percentage of individuals of a
given age (e.g., 16-17 years) who report that they have graduated from
high school (MacMillan et al., in press.) The U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, however, uses data supplied by states and compares the number of
graduates to those students who were enrolled as ninth graders 4 years
earlier, regardless of their age. In contrast, the OSEP database uses
neither an age cohort nor a grade cohort. Instead, it considers only the
total number of students receiving special education services who exited
the school system during the school year. Since OSEP combines age
cohorts and grade cohorts, its estimates cannot be compared to percent-
ages reported by the other agendes.

OSEP is the only agency to report separately on students with
disabilities and on the various routes by which such students exit the
educational system—diploma, certificate, maximum age, dropout, and
unknown. However, recent analyses of the OSEP accounting proce-

4
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TABLE 3
Alternative Measures Related to Completing

High School: 1970-1989
Percentage of 18-19 Year Olds
Completed High High Schod  Graduates as
School® or Gmduatesas  Percentage of
Envolled Below  Completed High  Percentage of 17 Ninth Graders 4
College School Year Of Years Before©
(Schoal Year {School Year
Year (October) Ending) Ending)
1 {2 3 {4)
1970 838 733 769 —
1971 84.7 732 759 —
1972 8.3 749 755 —
1973 8.0 74.0 D5 —_
1974 83.4 734 744 e
1975 84.0 737 736 —_
1976 814 731 A7 —
1977 834 729 739 —
1978 833 735 730 e
1979 832 728 720 —
1980 84.3 7A7 714 —
1981 84.0 725 71.8 ——
1982 83.3 720 7 5
1983 8.5 727 733 —
1984 3.8 733 737 70.8
1985 85.7 de 746 de 732 717
1986 879 746 730 716
198 86.7¢ 736° 730 711
1988 85.4° 715° 739! -
1989 — — 74.0 —
— Not available.
# Inchades graduates of public and private high schools and recipionts of equivalency
tials,

Includes graduates of regutar day school programs in private and public high school
Does not include recipients of equivalency eredentials.
€ Public schools only; does not inchude recipients of equivalency eredentiabs. Adjusted tor
stale migration rates and unclassifiesd stundents.
9 Data revised from previously published.
¢ Data based on different editing proceduses than in carlicr years.
! Estimated.

Sourves: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, “School Enroliment—8o-
cialand Economic Characteristics of Students, October” (various yoars), Curvent Popadation
Reports, Serics P-20, and unpublished tabulations; U, S, Department of Education, Nation-
al Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 1989, forthcoming; and U.S.
Department of Edueation, Office of Planning, Budget and Evahsation, State Education
Statistics {Seeretary's Wall Chart), various years.

5
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TABLE4
Comparison of Different Agencies” Approaches to

Estimating Dropout Rates
Type of Rate
Agency  Measured  Cohort Denominater Exemptions
US. Census  STATUS Age{vg.  Totalpopulationin  Delayed
Burvau 16-17yr)  age range. completers—
i.e., those still
enrolied. Recipients
of euivalent high
school certificate.
NCES STATUS*  Age Number of students  Delayed completens.
in CPS sample in
COHORT® 1980 Total number in
sophomuore  sophoemuone class in
class 1980.
us. COHORT Number of siadents  Adjusts ninth grade
Depurtment in ninth grade 4 enrollments for
of Education yrams earlier. students
*Wall Chant” unchassified by
grade,

None—must have
received nysular
high school diploma
1 be counted as @
high schoul
vompleter.

OSEP EVENT Academic  Total number None—attempts 1o
year special education account fog all
students exiting the  spocial education
educational system. students exiting the
educational system
on the basis for
exiting,

Notee. NCES ~ National Center for Eduaation Statisties, OSEP ~ Ottice of Spucial
Education Programs.

4 NICES used the Current Populstion Survey (CPS) data trom the annual Octoter
Rmxsvhn}d survey.

NCES supplements the CPS data with data from the High Schuel and Bevwmd duta, which
followed a grade cohort; i.e., the sophomore class o 1980.

From “Special Education Students Exiting the Educational System” by D. L. MacMidlun,
K F. Widaman, 1. H. Balow, 5. Borthwick-Duffy, R. E Hemsley, & | G Hendrick, in pross,
The Journal of Special Education. Copyright 1991 by PRO-ED, I Reprinted by permission.
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dures (Westat, 1990, 1991) have raised serious questions regarding the
way different states use the "unknown” category. Some states use it to
count students who have left special education but remain in school (e.g.,
a child with an articulation disorder who is no longer receiving speech
therapy). Although the OSEP data cannot be compared directly to data
reported by other agencies, they do provide a picture of the students with
disabilities who are exiting the educational system that is neither better
nor worse than the picture provided by the other agencies. It is fair to
say, however, that the OSEP data do not reveal what percentage of a
given category of children with disabilities drop out of school for a given
age or grade cohort,

Some smaller scale projects do permit comparisons of dropout rates
of children with and without disabilities. Edgar (1987), Wolman and
colleagues (1989), and Zigmond and Thomton (1985) have provided
more detailed reviews of this research. In fact, the general finding that
the percentage of certain categories of students with disabilities among
dropouts is considerably higher than that reported for students without
disabilities has been reason for concern. Evidence suggests that the rate
of dropping out is higher for certain special education categories (e.g.,
learning disabled [LD] and emotionally disturbed [ED}); however, the
lack of comparable definitions and accounting systems and the cohort
differences preclude definitive conclusions regarding this point.

Dropout rates for students with disabilities vary as a function of
disability category and certain program features. For example, the
dropout rates reported for students categorized as having emotional
disturbance and learning disabilities are higher than those reported for
other disability categories (OSEP, 1987a, 1988, 1989, 1990: Wolman et al.,
1989). In other research, Edgar (1987) reported that 42% of students
categorized as LD and ED dropped out, whereas only 18% of students
with mental retardation, 12% of those with severe disabilities, and 8% of
those with sensory disabilities left school varly.

There are several plausible explanations for the differential between
students with mild and severe disabilities. For example, leamers with
mild disabilities who are employable outside school and enjoy little
success in school may have the option of leaving school early to go to
work. Students with more severe disabilities, on the other hand, may
have less freedom of choice and lack the option of leaving school.
Another possibility is that students with mild disabilities may prefer
leaving schoul to having to compete in mainstreamed classes, which is
where they are often assigned. Further rescarchis needed to explain this
differential. Table 5 summarizes studies on dropouts among students
with disabilities (Wolman et al. 1989).

16



TABLE S
_ _____Characteristics of Studies That Have Investigated Dropouts in Special Education
Methods to
calculate Community Employment
Stualy Population SES dropout rates  type Drapout criteria Dropout rate rate
Bernoff Students from  Allsocial  1-year cross- Urban Dropped from school’s rolls - Special schools, 2% -
{1981) SpEdschools  classes sectional for specific cause or because
{1979-80) whereabouts of student Gerneral schools, 3.4%
unknown
Bruck Permons with  Middie Dropout — — 10% —_
{1985) LD classes percentape
across different
class years
® | Bruininks Persinswith  White, Propout Suburban  Leaving school without SpEd group, 28%; Two —
ctal (1988) LD, SP, MR & middle class percentage community  graduating; moving control groups (without
ED across 8 class yms. students or GED students  handicaps), g &5%.
were not considerad Subjects with spocial
dropouts impairment, 12'%%; with
. 19%; with LD, 28%; &
with ED, 3%
Cobb & Persons with Mustly Dropout Nonurbun,  Student whowas dropped  42% -~
Crump LD lower- pricentage mestly from rulls of school system
(1988) midd)e across several agricultural & whao did not peenter
class or class yrs. county another school system
1§ -
lower class

17




TABLE 5 (Continued) _
Methods to
calcdate Community Employmennt
Study Population SES dropout rates  type Dropout criteria Dropout rate rate
Edgar Pesons with  — 1-year cross- Urban Leaving school system Total: 35%,42% withLD;  Dropouts =
{1987) LD &ED; sectional before s raduation. 18% with MR; 12% with  28%;
subjects with (1984-85) Age-outs were not SH; 8% with 5l gracuates &
MR, SH, & St considered dropouts age-outs =
48%.
Fafard&  Pesomswith  White Dropout Suburban  — W -
Haubrich LD mididie class percentage communily
{1981) across 8 class yrs.
Fardigetal Pemsonswith — Percontage Rural Not finishing 12thgrade  M% -
0 {1985) mild handicaps completing 12th
(73% with MR) grade across
several class yrs.
Hasazietal. 64% of subjcts — Dropout Rural, Exit from schaol prior to A% dropped fromschool;,  51%
{15) i resatree percentage uchass, amd  ape 18 without graduating, 137 left schoolat 18 ur dropout;
rooms across 5 class yrs. metropolitan 18 yrs orolder who left older without graduating X% lef!
{students with districts schoo! ot considensd school at 18
mikd harxdicaps) dropouts. or over; 0%
praduated.
Huess & Students in Allsociai  Cohortstudy  Urban Leaving schoot befor: Special schools, 65.3% ; —
Lauber SpEdschools  clases graduation general schools, 43%
{1985)

I8



TABLE 5 (Continued)
— —a . ——
Methods to
calculate Commu.nity Employment
Study Poputation SES dropout rates  type Dropout criteria Dropout rate rate
Hewitt Persons with ~ White, Nodropout ratc  Suburban  ~— - Dropouts
(181 LD mickdle class calculatexd with LD,
4%;
Craduates
with LD,
S58%
Hoffmanet Personswith  Mostly Percentageof  — Data reported about R¥d —
al. (1987) LD white graduates across students who did not
different class receive HS diploma or GED
- yrs. & diftferent
o states
Levin E, et Pemsonswith — Cohort study Urban Stopped attending school;, 519 —
al. (1985) LD {students in Yth GED or alternative
grade in 1977-78 certificate students wene
were followend 4 considered dropouts
yrs later)
Lichtenstein Studentsself-  Highly Cohort study  Stratitied Leaving HS before Students who Drupouts
(1987 identified as stratifind  {4-v1 poried) national graduation seff-identified as having with
having nationa) stmple LD, 37%; as having Hl, handicaps
handicaps sample including all 28%; as having SP, 49 often
inchading community employed
all SES types full-time
unemployed,
of not in
labor force
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TABLE 5 {Continued)
Methods to
celculate Community Employment
Study Popwdation SES dropout rates  type Dropout criteria Dropout rate rate
New York  Students in Allsocial  1-yrcross» Urban Students wholeftschool.  Special schools, 23% (66%, —
City Board SpEdschooks  classes sectional, & 4.yt CED not considered 4-yr estimation) general
of estimation dropouts. “Not found” sc{:xxh, 13%; 42%, 4-yr
Education students considered vstimation
(1985) dropouts
Owings&  Studentssell-  Highly Cohortstudy  Stratified Leaving HS before Students who -
Stocking  dentificdas  stratifd  (1-yr peniod, national graduation scli-identified as having
(1986) having natinnal 1980-1982) sample handicaps, 19.1%; control
handicaps sample including all group, 126%
~ mchuding community
-~ all SES types
Porter (1982) Students with  — — — Students who dropped out — Dropouts,
handicaps of school without caming a T0%;
HS diploma graduates,
82.5%

S!;E nson  Exceptional Allcthnic  Cohortstudy  — Students wholeft the K-12 - Exceplionat students, 40%; —
{1985) students groups&  {4.5 yr period) program before completion  general, 30%

immigrant and receiving a certificate

students in or Jiploma

Miami, FL




TABLE 5 {Continued)

Methods to

calculate Community Employment
Study Popadatmn SES dropout rates  type Dropout criteria Dropout rate rate
s All fevels of Allsocial -y cross- All Students actually known to - Total, 21%; students with  —
Depaxtmmt handicaps & all classes sectional community  have dropped oul. LD, 17%; ED, 29%; MR,

categories (198485 school  types Students who simply 20%; SP, 17%; Hi, 12%;
Edm-atnn yr) st comingtoschool  other, 13%; multi-
{1987 orw status was handicaps, 20%; Of, 11%;
{Censuts unknown not included V1, 14%; deaf-blind, 16%
data)
s, All fevels of All social f-yr crusse All Students who were actually  Total, 26%; students with  —
Depanment handmaps & all classes sectional community  known to have dropped LD, 47%; students with
- categories {1985-86 school  types ont; swdents whosimply MR, 23%; students with
N Educauon yr) s!x:p coming toschoo!  ED,21%

{1988) status was
{Census unknown not included
data)
Whitcetal  Pesons with - Middle Percentage of Suburbofa  No definition of dropout.  26% did not cam a HS -
{1980y LD class HS diplomas metona Dita reported about diploma; 22% did not

across several of students who  neceive any d {GED

school yrs received SS diploma, or occupationa i rtificaty)

occupational certilicate, or
GED
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TABLE 5 (Continued)

Methods to

calculate Community Employment
Study Population SES dropout rites  type Dropout criteria Dropout rate rate
Zigmond & Personswith  — Cohortstudy  Urban Stopped atterding school  Control group, 54.2%; Dropouts
Thomton LD {students in9th students wtih LD, 328%  withLD,
(1985) grade in 1978-79 438%;

were followed 6 nondropouts

yrs later) withLD,

741%

Note. SpEd = special education; LD = jeaming disabilities; SP = sproch impairment; MR = mental retardation; ED = emutional disturbance; BD =
behavieraldisturbance; SH = seven: handicaps; S1 = sensory impairment; HS = high schoal; GED = General Educational Development certificate; SES
= socioeasnomic status; Hi = hearing impairment; Ol = orthopudic impairment; VI = visual impairment.
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From “Dropouts and Dropout Progerams: Implications for Special Education” by C. Wolman, R. Bruininks, & M. L Thurlow, 1989, Lemedial and Special
Education 1(5), pp. 6-20, 50. Copyright 1989 by PRO-ED, Inc. Reprinted by permission.




Predicting Who Wil Drop Out of School

The research literature contains numerous reports of factors that are
predictive of, or place the student at higher risk for, dropping out of
school before completion. Most research concerning prediction hasbeen
concentrated in regular education, and the question of whether or not
the predictors for the general population hold true for children with
disabilities requires further study. This section summarizes these factors
under various headings. The following sources were consulted in creat-
ing these summary lists: Barro and Koistad (1987), Ekstrom, Goertz,
Pollack, and Rock (1986), Fine (1986), Frase (1989), Peng and Takai (1983),
Rumberger (1987), Rumberger, Ghatak, Poulos, Ritter, and Dornbusch
{1990), and Wolman and colleagues {1989).

Itisimportant to distinguish between predictors of dropping out and
reasons for, or causes of, dropping out. To illustrate, a greater risk exists
for certain ethnic minority group children to drop out; yetif one were to
question the student, he or she would not say that the reason fororcause
of dropping out was ethnic group membership. Research has mostoften
consisted of retrospective studies of a class of students (e.g., those
projected to graduate in june 1989). That is, the investigator begins by
creating lists of those who graduated and those who did not and then
goes back into school records to identify evidence or data that might
permit the prediction of these two outcomes. The investigator then
examines student characteristics (e.g., gender, ethnic group) and school
records {e.g., school history, attendance) in an attempt to identify factors
that differentiate graduates from dropouts.

The following four factors have been found to predict dropping out
among students without disabilities: individual/family characteristics,
Jocation, student behaviors, and school characteristics and experiences.

IndividualfFamily Characteristics. Several individual and family demo-
graphic and sociveconomic characteristics have emerged as predictive of
higher dropout rates.

o Dropout rates for males are slightly higher than rates for females.

o Higher rates have been noted for African-Americans and Hispanics
compared to Whites; however, the majority of dropouts are White
because the majority of high school students are White.

o Dropout rates for American Indians/Alaskan Natives are relatively
high, wheneas rates for Asian students are relatively low.

e Dropout rates are higher for students coming from low socio-
economic backgrounds, single-parent families, and from
non-English-speaking family backgrounds.
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o Higher dropout rates have been found for students coming from
homes with weak educational or motivational support and from
homes characterized by permissive parenting styles.

Location. The major Jocation variable linked to higher dropout rates
concerns inner-city as contrasted to suburban and other non-
metropolitan locations.

o Central cities have higher dropout rates than are found insuburban
or nonmetropolitan areas.

o African-Americans and Whites living in suburbs do not differ in
dropout rates, nor do those living in urban centers.

e Dropout rates are higher in the South and West than in the North-
east.

o In the West, the dropout rate for Hispanic students is extremely
high.

Student Belwviors. Among behaviors predictive of higher dropout rates
are the following;:

e Students who marry or have children before the time they would
graduate show higher dropout rates.

e Students with a history of behavior problems with school
authorities or the law are at greater risk for dropping out.

e Students reporting the use of drugs or other substances are more
frequently dropouts than are students abstaining from using sub-
stances.

» Someevidence links having ajob with higher dropout rates, but the
number of hours worked appears to be more important than
working per se.

School Charactenstics and Experiences. Certain characteristics of schools
have been related to dropout rates. In addition, a student’s degrer of
success in school has been linked repratedly to dedisions to drop out.

» Higher dropout rates are found in schools that are overcrowded
and that have an underachieving student body, high level of feeling
of disempowerment among, staff, tracking, weak leadership by the
principal, and a low degree of order and discipline.

» Students with poor grades, who have repeated a grade, or who are
overage for their grade are at ot risk for dropping out.
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» A history of school attendance problems, particularly large
numbers of missed days for reasons other than illness, is predictive
of dropping out.

Note that low achievement of students is used by some researchers to
characterize the individual dropouts, whereas other researchers have
used achievement to characterize schools in which there are high dropout
rates. McDill, Natriello, and Pallas (1985) focused attention on the pos-
sibility that educational reform, particularly as it involves instituting
higher academic standards, may increase dropout rates among that
segment of the school population already at risk by virtue of other
factors.

Predicting Dropouts Among Students with Disabilities

Relatively little research has examined whether or not the predictors of
school dropout for the general school population are also predictive for
students in special education in general and for specific categories in
particular, Lichtenstein (1987) found that both general education and
special education dropouts came from the Jowest sociveconomic quartile,
and dropouts from both groups were more often found in vocational (as
opposed to academic) courses and were found to score in the lower
quartiles on measures of cognitive ability. Zigmond and Thornton (1985)
found more grade repetitions among dropouts (both with and without
learning disabilities), with 90% of the students with learning disabilities
who repeated a grade dropping out and 100% of the nondisabled stu-
dents who repeated a grade dropping out. In addition, poor attendance
and negative attitudes toward school have been found to characterize
special education dropouts (Hewitt, 1981; Levin, E., Zigmond, & Birch,
1985).

Finally, preliminary findings from the National Longitudinal Tran-
sition Study (Lou Danielson, personal communication, November 28,
1990) suggest a higher dropout rate among students with disabilities who
are mainstreamed as compared to their counterparts who are enrolled
in more restrictive programs. Of course, this finding needs careful
examination because students who are not amenable to mainstreaming
may also have fewer employment opportunities to induce them to Jeave
school, as mentioned earlier. In other words, the finding may reflect
differences in student aptitudes or other characteristics rather than
inadequacies inherent in mainstreaming,

OSEP has recently funded investigators in California, Minnesota,
and Washington State to develop and validate intervention programs
aimed at the junior high level. Findings from these projects should be
forthcoming in the next few years and should help direce efforts at
preventing school dropout.
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3. Practitioner implications

Teachers and administrators should be familiar with
characteristics of students—and of schools—that place
students at risk for early school leaving; and educators
must be sensitive to the need for evaluation data on

dropout prevention programs.

The knowledge base regarding dropouts is somewhat limited at this time;
research has yet to address prevention in any sophisticated fashion. As
noted previously, getting a handle on reliable and valid estimates of the
magnitude of the dropout problem continues to be problematic. Until
we know how many students, both with and without disabilities, are
actually leaving school before graduation, it is difficult to address ques-
tions concerning prevention. Nevertheless, the issue of dropoutsis high
on the agenda of policymakers, and questions are frequently raised
concerning how to prevent students from leaving school before gradua-
tion. What can be done at classroom, school, and district levels to reduce
dropouts? At present, itis speculative to extrapolate from predictors (Le.,
correlates) of dropping out to presumed reasons why students drop out.
Moreover, many of the identified predictors such as low achievement
and ethnic group membership are difficult, if not impossible, to modify.
The following sections present suggestions intended to minimize
the likelihood of students” dropping out; however, these are offered only
tentatively. Prevention measures must await refinement of dropout rate
measures and identification of reasons precipitating dropout decisions.
Such decisions are personal ones, and they are likely to be multiple and
complex. Dropout prevention programs us they are currently structured
frequently lack validatica data and the consumer should beware.

Suggestions for Teachers

Teachers must be alert to Hiose students in clars who are at risk for dropping
out of school.

The review of researchin the previous section highlighted some of
the predictors of dropping out, which can ser re teachers in identifying
students who are most at risk for dropping out. At the same time,
teachers should be sensitive to the fact that these predictors merely
indicate that these students are at risk; they should not be interpreted to
suggest that all students exhibiting these characteristics will drop out.
For example, students who are members of cestain minority groups
appear to be more likely to drop out of high school than are students
from other ethnic groups. Therefore, a teacher ni'ght be more attuned
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to other predictors such as absence rate and low achievement that, if
present in combination, place a particular minority group stud znt highly
at risk.

Teachers should also be aware that the predictors can serve as
criteria against which student reviews can be performed. Thatis, when
teachers and counselors periodically review shudent records, it might be
helpful to do so with particular attention to those factors that appear to
predict dropouts: consideration of a student’s attendance; whether he or
she is overage for grade; whe'her a grade has been repeated; any
indication that the student has . history of substance abuse; school
history coricerning behavior problems; and, if known, the demographics
of the home (language spoken, support for education, etc.). By perform-
ing such a review, the teacher can identify the extent to which a
particular student might fit the profile of a likely dropout.

Teachers should be aware ihat the probability of high dropout rates is greater
whten certain school features are considered.

Inner-city schools appear to have a much greater problem with
dropouts than do suburban or nonmetropolitan schools. Therefore,
teachers and counselors working in inner-city schools should be more
alert to the pussibility that their students will leave school before gradua-
tion. In these schools, more staff time should be devoted to alerting
teachers and counselors to the child and family factors that constitute a
risk case. At back-to-school night, open house, or whenever teachers
have access to parente in schools with high dropout rates, time should
be devoted to explaining the costs of dropping out. Efforts can be made
to engage parents and the community in prevention programs to mini-
mize the dropout rate in those schools where it is occurring at high rates,

Teachers working with certain populutions of special education students should
be aware that the potential for dropping out is greater for these students than it
is for others.

As the review of literature suggested, certain special education
populations are particuiarly at risk for dropping out of school. The
evidence to date suggests that students with learning disabilities and
emotional disturbance are particularly prone to dropping out.

One possible suggestion to teachers of these two groups of scudents
1s to include in the curriculum serious discussion of the plight of
dropouts. The literature is replete with evidence that high school
dropouts are less successful in getting jobs and more inclined to get laid
off when economic times are poor, and that even when they do secure
ajob, they tend to get jobs that pay less than those secured by high school
graduates (see Catterall, 1988/1989),




Teachers and counselors must be sensitive to the gradual disengagement of
students from school, intervene early, and work to counter feelings of isolation
and alienation.

For a substantial number of dropouts, the decision to leave school
is not made impulsively. Rather, a gradual disengagement can be seen,
with attendance problems beginning in elementary school, increasing
during middle school or junior high, and becoming chronic during high
school. It is not enough to initiate dropout prevention programs in the
10th grade. Many students have already disengaged from school by this
time, and even if they continue to attend physically on selected days,
they have dropped out psychologically before their physical withdrawal.
Comprehensive prevention efforts must involve teachers at the elemen-
tary, junior high, and high school levels to identify symptoms of
disengagement and to target those students whoevidence some of these
symptoms.

In addition, self-reports of high school dropouts are reminiscent of
findings in the Curnegie Report entitled Turning Points (Carnegie, 1989),
which described many young adolescents as experiencing alienation.
That is to say, many students do not believe that anyone at school really
cares about them. Self-repurts of dropouts suggest that no one sincerely
tried to dissuade them from leaving school. Some students who leave
school early might have remained if a teacher, counselor, coach, or
principal had been sensitive to the fact that they were alienated from
peers and needed more attention from or greater display of interest on
the part of adults in their school careers. As the sign above the Or-
thugenic School at the University of Chicago reads, “Those children who
are most difficult to love need Jove the most.” Itis easy for most teachers
and classmates to relate positively to attractive, well-behaved, high-
achieving students who are scheol leaders. However, the unattractive
student who struggles academically and is inactive in school affairs is
fess likely to get spontanecus attention. Teachers and fellow students
may need to make a concerted effort totake aninterestin sucha student’s
school affairs.

Teachers must recognize that there are many types of dropouts, and not attend
only to the stereotype of the “typical” dropout.

The organization and presentation of research findings tend to
promote the image of a typical dropout. Such a student attends an
inner-city school, belongs to an ethnic minority group, struggies
academically, and so on. In reality, there are as many reasons for
dropping out as there are dropouts. Students who share the same
personal academic characteristics or situations often reach very different
dedisions about continuing in school For example, although some preg-
nant teenagers drop out, others stay in school. A closer examination of
an individual case is likely to reveal that the young woman who drops
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out, in addition to being pregnant, has other circumstances that con-
tribute to the dedision to Jeave school early. For example, she is also
unsuccessful academically, has no aspirations to attend college, lives in
a family that does nct encourage academic achievement, and socializes
with friends who do not attend school. Another pregnant teenager who
does aspire to college, is successful in school, and socializes with friends
who also plan to go to college might make a very different decision.
Pregnancy may contribute to the decision to drop out, but it is only one
of many factors that enter into it.

Furthermore, not all dropouts are having trouble academically.
There are times and drcumstances when the decision to leave school
early is both reasonable and probably beneficial to the student. In such
cases, the teacher should know when not to recommend staying in high
school as the best alternative. Increasingly, students with excellent
academic records are dropping out for various reasons, For example,
high school campuses in certain areas are becoming phvascally
dangerous with the increase in drug activity and gangs (se= riandler,
1988/1989). After leaving high school, a student with a good academic
record may immediately enroll at the community college and complete
his or her education in a less threatening atmosphere. Other strong
students Jeave school because of the necessity to assist their families
financially. Teachers must open lines of communication so that students
may share their reasons for making decisions, and teachers should
critically evaluate the reasons these students give, Teachers must also
be aware of alternative paths for students to accomplish the goal of
graduating when circumstances at the high school are, in the student’s
opinion, not worth enduring.

Teachers should take an active role in policy-making at the school and district
level, particularly as it affects standards for promotion and graduation. Un-
renlistic standards can contribute to the dropout problem.

The recent Westat (1991) report summarized a survey conducted by
the National Association of State Directors of Special Education
{NASDSE) to which all 50 states and the District of Columbia responded.
States with minimum-competency-test requirements for graduation had
lower percentages of students graduating with a diploma than did states
without such requirements (39.7% compared to 47.1%); and states with
minimwun competency tests graduated a lower percentage of spedial
education students (70.6%) than did states without this requirement
(75.1%).

The research cited in the previous section by McDill and colleagues
(1985) implicated the recent “press for excellence” as a contributor to
increased dropout problems. MacMillan, Hendrick, and Watkins (1988)
discussed the potential problems encountered by students formerly
classified as having borderline mental retardation (IQ 70-85) who
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became “nonretarded” when the shift in IQ guidelines was enacted in
1973 (Grossman, 1973). These students were decertified in keeping with
the push for equal educational opportunity, but they suddenly found
themselves being held to graduation standards they were it equipped to
meet. There are students currently enrolled as regular education stu-
dents who in previous years might have qualified as students with mild
disabilities and whose probability of graduating will be dramatically
reduced by new policies that require certain courses and minimum-com-
petency-testing requirements for graduation. A recently completed
project (MacMillan, Balow, & Widaman, 1991) found that this at-risk, but
nolonger “disabled,” population contributed disproportionate numbers
of students to the ranks of dropouts. As teachers participate in estab-
lishing graduation requirements, they must be sensitive to the needs of
such students. Moreover, teachers must make other policymakers (e.g.,
school boards, administrators) aware of the existence of this population
in the schools and the implications of policies for these students. Policies
such as the shift in guidelines affect both students with disabilities and
those who are at risk of dropping out. Frequently, such policies are
enacted with good intentions, but they have unanticipated effects on
segments of the school population.

Suggestions for Administrators

Administrators can generate different dropout estimates for their district that
minimize or maximize the dropout problem. They should strive for valid es-
timates that truly reflect the magnitude of the dropout problem in their district
or school.

One lesson to be learned from the various national estimates of the
dropout rate is that variations in definition, criteria, and accounting
procedures can result in vastly discrepant estimates of the dropout
problem. Consider some of the practices encountered in different school
districts. One district gives every student withdrawing from school a
copy of his or her transcript. That district defines a dropout as a student
no longer attending the school for whom no request for a transcript has
been received. If a student is given a transcript when he or she
withdraws, that student will not be counted as a dropout even if he or
she does not subsequently enroll in another school. Another district
assumes that all students who move out of its boundaries are attending
school without confirming that to be the case. Such practices serve to
minimize the dropout rate reported by the district and permit the district
to report lower dropout rates than are probably accurate. Other prac-
tices also distort estimates of the true rate of dropping vut. For example,
a substantial number of dropouts return to school at a later date. Some
districts assign these students new student identification numbers. If
such a student subsequently drops out again before graduating, he or
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she will be counted twice, thereby increasing the dropout rate for the
district. Clearcut criteria for establishing whether or not certain cases
should be counted as dropouts need to be established. Sometimes state
criteria are mandated; if so, it should be dear to the administrator how
certain cases are counted, Here the focus is on unusual situations such
as students who die, those who are transferred to continuation high
schools (alternative schools enrolling students who have been
suspended from or do not fit in comprehensive high schools), or those
who take a state equivalency examination for the GED.

Administrators have, on occasion, generated figures that serve their
own purposes. For example, engaging in practices that minimize the
dropout rate may be useful when attempting to portray the distsict or
school as being successful in preventing dropouts. Such figures might
be used when reporting to school boards. Conversely, when asking for
funds to establish a dropout prevention program, administrators might
find it useful to report a high dropout rate. Accounting procedures and
criteria that yield high rates might then be employed. Therefore, to
interpret dropout rate figures intelligently, it is necessary to understand
the definition employed, the criteria used, and the accounting proce-
dures.

Administrators must take steps to remedy those schooi factors that are related
to high dropout rates that are amenable to change.

In the review of research, several schocl factors were noted as being
related to schools with high dropout rates. Among these factors were
overcrowding, a high level of feelings of disempowerment among stalf,
tracking, weak leadership by the prindpal, and order and discipline
problems. Additionalfactors such as low generalachievementand being
an inner-city school are status factors, which cannot be changed, or
indicative of other child and family features. For the district ad-
ministrator, changing principals, if weak leadership is the problem, is a
possibility. Overcrowding is often an economic problem; yet the ad-
ministrator ought to be sensitive to it and at least advocate that steps be
taken to reduce enrollment at that site. Changes in policy or personnel
can be considered when addressing the empowerment of staff and any
problems that exist with order and discipline. These factors are amenable
to change, and it is the responsibility of administrators at the district and
school building level to consider them carefully.

Administrators must analyze prevention programs to ensure that the elements
of & particular prevention program are responsive to the student and school
factors of greatest concern in that particular district or school.

Dropout prevention programs address presumed causes of the
decision to drop out. Some emphasize academic skill building on the
assumption that the reason students drop out is that they are doing
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poorly in academics. These prevention programs might be responsive to
students who are struggling academically; however, they are unlikely to
address the needs of students whose decision to drop out hinges on
pregnancy, economic need, or substance abuse. Otherkindsofinterven-
tion components will have to be instituted to address these reasons.

Administrators are responsible for deciding which, if any, dropout
prevention efforts will be instituted in their districts. They mustbe aware
of the local student constituency and the primary reasons for dropping
out of school. In kind, they must examine the variety of prevention
programs available to determine the features of these programs and how
they might address the most common reasons for dropping out among
their students in their districts or schools. [tis naive to assume that there
is a dropout prevention program that will work equally well in all
districts for all dropouts.

Administrators must critically analyze the evaluation data on the effectiveness
of the various dropout prevention programs in deciding on which programs to
institute in their districls.

Dropout prevention programs are advertised that present few, if
any, evaluation data regarding their efficacy. Programs that have not
been evaluated should not be adopted; if they are adopted, the district
must evaluate them. For those programs that juzve been evaluated,
administrators must examine and evaluate the evidence regarding their
effectiveness, considering the types of settings in which the evaluation
was undertaken (i.e., is there a match between the settings—urban, low
achievement?), the level of evaluation performed (i.e., formative or sum-
mative), and the overall design and quality of analyses.

Recovery of dropouts who re-enroll in school might well justify the expenditures
needed to retrieve those who leave school.

The economics involved in a student’s discontimiing his or her
schooling are considerable when the number of dropouts becomes great.
The loss in income to the district merely in terms of lost average daily
attendance (ADA) reimbursement is considerable. A number of dropouts
are unaware that they can transfer to other schools within the district,
that a continuation school exists, or that assistance is available in the
school. The salary of one person assigned to follow up on dropouts
would easily be recaptured if this person were able to persuade several
students who had dropped out to return to school. This person could
operate out of the child welfare and attendance office, which is usually
responsive to students who are underage for leaving school. However,
when dropouts are over the legal age to leave school, districts show less
persistence. Administrators should carefully cost out the economics of
recapturing dropouts of all ages.
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4. Program implications

Efforts to reduce the number of dropouts require the
establishment of reflable and valid estimates of the
magnitude of the probiem. Issues include how diplomas
versus cerlificates will be counted and how GED
completers will be recorded. Dropout prevention programs
must take into account the reasons students leave, which
are not necessarily the same as those factors that predict

dropping out.

The research literature on school dropouts can be seductive. Althongh
the literature is extensive, we must be carefid to understand what we do
know as opposed to what we have yet to learn. For example, recent
policy statements have targeted a goal of reducing dropouts to 10% or
less. It might seem logical, then, to estimate the currentdropout rate and
calculate how much we need to reduce it to achieve the 10% goal. As
noted in the “Synthesis of Research” section of this booklet, however, we
do not know the precise magnitude of the dropout problem among
students with disabilities or, for that matter, those without disabilities.
Rather, various agencies make estimates using different cohorts, dif-
ferent criteria, and different methods to account for student attendance,
graduation, or dropout rates. Therefore, the first step, estimating the
current dropout rate, is not clearly understood. Reducing the dropout
rate suggests that we know what causes students to drop out and can
design interventions that target these reasons.

Establishing Dropout Rates

Itis crudial that program personnel critically evaluate rates reported by
the federal agencies. National averages mask considerable variability in
dropout rates that exist regionally, for states, for districts, and even for
schools within districts. For example, if the graduation rate is estimated
nationally to be 75%, it does not follow that 25% of students drop out.
As noted earlier, included among the residual count (those who did not
graduate on time) are cases of students requiring an additional year to
complete high school, those who took state equivalency examinations
and the GED, those who entered college early, and a host of other
successful students who have the option of continuing into higher
education or can state to potential employers that they completed high
school.

Kominski (1990) has provided the most compelling arguments for
using a standard 1-year period for estimating dropout rates. He reasons
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that the term rute implies the number of occurrences of an event (e.g.,
dropping out) over a specified period of time. When he evaluated the
data from the Bureau of the Census and from the High School and Beyond
dataset, he concluded that approximately 5% of a grade cohort drops out
in a given year, with 5% of those remaining dropping out the next year,
In other words, the national average of 10th graders dropping out of
school is 5%; however, in the 11th grade another 5% of the remaining
students can be expected to drop out. For local program administrators,
however, using this 5% figure is risky if the districts in which they work
are atypical—that s, are serving a student population at greater or lesser
risk for dropping out orina district that may be at risk for higher or lower
dropout rates,

The first step, then, in establishing any dropout program, is to
establish a local baseline rate for dropping out. Until this rate is estab-
lished it is impossible to determine whether or not interventions are
reducing the rate at which students drop out of school. Since higher rates
are expected in inner-city schools than in suburban schools, an in-
dividual baseline rate for dropouts provides a local rate against which to
compare the impact of any intervention.

Similarly, local baseline rates should probably be established for
specific schools. For example, continuation high schools tend 10 have
much higher dropout rates than do traditional high schools, largely
because continuation high schools serve students who have had
academic or behavioral difficulties at the traditional high schools.
Averaging the high school dropout rates across high schools in a district
masks variations in rates attributable to studenthome characteristics of
the student body and yields an estimated rate that may be inappropriate
for any single school.

Administrators must also be cautious about evaluating the success
of a given school by comparing dropout rates. Too often, people make
direct comparisons between schools on the basis of achievement test
scores or dropout rates and make inferences about the quality of educa-
tion being provided based on these data. The notion that the school with
the highest achievement test scores or the lowest dropout rates must be
providing the best quality of education is fallacious. Usually, the school
with the highest achievement test scores and the lowest dropout rates is
the school serving students who come from the most affluent homes and
have parents whose educational attainments are the highest. Differences
in dropout rate are related to the urban-suburban dimension, achieve-
ment level of students, socioeconomic status of the student body, and a
host of other dimensions along which students and their homes differ.

Baseline dropout rates should also be computed separately for
spedial education students. As noted in the review of research, there is
reason to believe that students with mild disabilities (LD and ED, specifi-
cally) drop out in greater proportions than do students without
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disabilities. Alsonoted was the need for research thatexamines whether
or not the same predictors of dropping out exist for students with
disabilities as for students without disabilities. It is important to consider
that many students with mild disabilities are mainstreamed for substan-
tial proportions of the school day. As a result, care must be taken in
attributing dropping out to failures of special education services. Special
education students drop out of school—not out of special aducation.
Because they constitute such a small percentage of the total high school
enrollment, their numbers do not dramatically impact total school
figures. Nevertheless, by calculating special education dropouts
separately, it is possible to determine whether or not attrition is com-
parable across specific disability groups and between special education
and general education students.

Establishing Graduation/Completion Criteria

Documents given to students who complete a program of study at the
high school level vary. In many states, spedial education students who
do not meet all standard high school requirements for graduation (e.g.,
do not pass minimum competency tests or do not take prescribed cour-
ses) are not granted a high school diploma. Usually these students
receive some sort of certificate of completion, which symbolizes that they
remained in school for a prescribed period of time and completed a
program of study that, while appropriate for them, somehow differed
from the standard program of study. Other students take and pass GED
examinations or state equivalency examinations and are recognized as
completers, but are not awarded a standard diploma. Such variances from
the standard program of preparation and differences in the type of
exiting document can be, although it need not be, troublesome to those
estimating dropout rates.

Those who estimate numbers of graduates based on dichotomous
outcomes {i.e., either you graduate or you do not) must decide how to
categorize students who complete an alternative preparation program.
Are they to be counted as graduates or in the residual category? In the
past, the reports by states on graduates, which are summarized by the
U.S. Department of Education, have defined a graduate as a person who
receives a standard diploma. In essence, this forces all other completers {e.g.,
certificate recipients, those passing the CED) to be counted in the
residual category (presumably nongraduates). This is misleading if the
residual category is somehow interpreted to constitute a dropout popula-
tion, because a student who completes a program of study to the
satisfaction of the school district represents a very different outcome
from one who voluntarily leaves school before completing a program of
study.




This has been a particular problem in considering special education
students because of the trend toward using graduation data as an index
of educational quality. If "good” programs graduate high percentages
of students, then any student who “counts against® graduation rates is
perceived by program administrators as a problem. Take, for example,
special education students in a state that uses certificates as an exiting
document for any student whodoes not complete the standard program.
These students are counted as nongraduates in the residual category
interpreted by some to constitute the failure of the educational system
to refain them through graduation. In fact, they are completers of
prescribed programs.

One possible solution to this problem is being considered by the
Council of Chief State School Officers. The proposal is for school com-
pleters to be tabulated under descriptive categories that differentiate
those who receive standard diplomas from those who complete high
school via alternative routes. Among the types of completers to be
counted and differentiated under this proposal are

» Traditional high school diploma recipients.

¢ Nontraditional high school diploma recipients.
s Other certificate/credential recipients.

o GED credential recipients.

Such a breakdown permits calculating an overall completion rate (i.e.,
summing all cases across these four categories) and calculating by the
type of exiting document received.

Program administrators must recognize that various routes to
schoolcompletion exist and that different exiting documents are granted.
Any accounting system instituted should capture the complexity of the
issue, not simply dichotomize students into diploma recipients and
another residual category.

Adopting Prevention Programs

Efforts to reduce the number of students dropping out require districts
and schouols to institute interventions, and district personnel must match
program components with reasons why students leave school early. As
noted previously, the research base to date emphasizes predictors of early
school leaving, which are not necessarily the regsons students drop out.
It is naive 1o assume that because low achievement is one predictor of
school dropout the prevention program must be an academic program
designed to remediate achievement problems. Spedal education services
provided to many students with learning disabilities are, infact, designed
to remediate academic problems in small groups; yet the dropout rate of
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these high school students appears to be as high as, or higher than, that
of the general school population.

Itis difficult to design effective prevention programs because we are
not certain of the reasons why students are leaving school. Moreover,
the reasons are frequently multiple (e.g., a young woman is pregnant,
low achieving, and poor), and they vary from student to student. In
addition, it is unclear whether the so-called "objective” data (e.g., grade
point average, standardized achievement test scores) are as useful as the
students’ perceptions (e.g., “l am a poor student” despite an adequate
GPA) in prompting the decision to Jeave school early. Most of the
research has used these objective measures as variables in attempting to
predict dropouts because these data are more readily available to re-
searchers and they have, in fact, been predictive,

Successful prevention programs must also be cost efficient. Thatis,
administrators do not want to assign students to expensive prevention
programs who are not considering dropping out of school. Instead, the
services should be targeted at those students who are, in fact, at risk for
dropping out. In this context, some programs do make it possible to
predict school dropouts. For example, the Systematic Screening for
Behavior Disorders (SSBD) (Walker & Severson, 1990) consists of a
three-stage screening program that yields data highly predictive of stu-
dents likely to drop out of school. Project RIDE (Responding to
Individual Differences in Education) is designed to accommodate prob-
lem learners in regular classes and to increase school success for at-risk
children, thereby reducing the risk of dropout (Beck, R., 1990). Another
intervention program, the Accelerated Schools Program (Levin, H.,
1987), which was developed at Stanford University, is designed to meet
the educational and social needs of at-risk students. It entails involve-
ment by an array of community resources, modification of structure of
the school, and an extended-day program to bring at-risk students to
grade level. Such nrograms require training of staff, and all have been
field tested and report evaluation data on their success,

Perez-Selles (1989) has described a variety of programs in operation.
These programs vary considerably in the age of the target students (e.g.,
primary grades vs. high school) and the extent to which they involve
parents and community volunteers. A total of 41 programs are briefly
described as “successful”; these are categorized under the following
headings: Academic Support, Case Management, Family risis
Programs, Alternatives to Suspension, Peer Programs, Programs for
Non-English-Speaking Students, Curriculum Enhancers, Counseling,
Teacher Training, Health Programs, and Alternative Schools/Programs,
Under each of these headings, Perez-Selles has described specific
programs, along with addresses and phone numbers for contact persons
involved in the programs. Reviews of such descriptors might enable




administrators toidentify potentially viable programs and permit gather-
ing of information on the viability of programs for specific districts.

Again, program directors will have to examine programs and ascer-
tain the extent to which they address the populations in their particular
schools and whether or not program components are responsive to the
particular reasons students in their district are leaving school before
graduation. Local program directors must critically analyze field test
evaluation data in an effort to determine the sirength of the evidence for
the prevention of school dropouts.
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